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1. Executive summary

This report examines the mainstreaming of sustainable development (SD) by the Welsh
Assembly Government, the Welsh Local Government Association and Welsh Local Authorities
in view of the Assembly’s duty to promote SD. It is intended as both a contribution to the
Assembly’s consultation on its first four- year term of implementing the duty and a means of
creating greater awareness and understanding of the issue amongst the general public and
campaigning groups.

It begins by presenting an overview of how the Assembly interprets this duty and the means by
which it delivers it. For the layperson, this can be quite mystifying because of the difficulty of
interpreting the concept of SD, understanding the relevant Assembly processes and obtaining
the correct information. The Assembly’s web site is not always the easiest to navigate.

The report then summarises four assessments that have recently been made of the Assembly’s
performance in this area. These acknowledge the efforts made to promote this novel concept
and to integrate it into the Assembly’s activities but identify numerous difficulties and failings.
Perhaps the most significant of these is the recognition that SD policy has not yet delivered
change on the ground. An important reason for this has been the failure of local authorities and
the Assembly Sponsored Public Bodies to adequately integrate SD into their operations.

The Assembly’s commitment to promote SD, as outlined in Section 121 of the Government of
Wales Act, and its efforts to achieve this by means of the SD Scheme and Action Plan have
been widely commended. Good progress has been made in raising awareness of the issue
within the Assembly and some other organisations across Wales. It has been praised for the
way it has mainstreamed SD into its policies and for the high level of ministerial commitment. It
has taken a lead role in adopting the ecological footprint as one of its SD indicators, in
establishing a Cabinet Sub-Committee on SD and in engaging in international cooperation in
promoting SD.

In assessing progress during the first four-year term of the Scheme, however, this report finds
that, despite these efforts, there remains a poor understanding of what SD means and the
actions of individuals and organisations have changed little as a result of the Assembly’s remit.
The case studies featured in this report portray a shameful picture of the failure of local
authorities and the Welsh Assembly Government to incorporate the principles of SD in the
planning process.

A priority ought to be given to improving the understanding of what is often regarded as an
obscure concept by offering a clearer definition of sustainable development supported by
practical illustrations of sustainable activities. This needs to be proactively communicated to the
Assembly’s partners and to the general public. A measure of progress that takes account of
social, environmental and economic factors, such as the Index of Sustainable Economic
Welfare, should replace the economically focussed GDP.

One of the biggest obstacles to accepting sustainable development is its association with
environmental issues and the suspicion that protecting the environment can harm the economy
and jobs. Evidence indicates that this is a misconception and that, in fact, the opposite is the
case. This report recommends that the Assembly commissions a report to investigate the
relationship between good environmental practices and job creation.



Planning is central to the delivery of SD in Wales and this is recognised in the Assembly’s
planning policies. Little progress appears to have been made, though, in implementing planning
policies that are compatible with SD and the case studies in this report should make
embarrassing reading for anyone who thinks otherwise. Issues of concern are, for instance, the
conflict of interest facing a local authority that is able to raise significant revenue from
developments on their holdings and the conflict between the Assembly’s role as an agent for
change and as the ultimate planning authority in Wales. Criticism has also been made of the
close relationship between the Welsh Assembly Government, the Welsh Local Government
Association and local authorities, with the latter two being judged to have excessive influence
and being reluctant to accept SD.

The seven cases which this report examines demonstrate that these concerns are justified.
They provide graphic detail of the poor understanding of, if not a contempt for, SD that exists at
the local authority level, with planning policies, environmental priorities and local opinion often
coming a poor second to financial considerations. The Assembly government’s rejection of
reasonable requests to call in planning applications that are clearly in breach of planning policy
and the principles of sustainable development has caused real anger in a number of
communities and seriously undermines its SD credentials.

These studies illustrate the conclusions made by other assessments of the Assembly’s SD
performance that local authorities have shown little interest or understanding of the issue, that
sustainable development policies have not been fed down into practices in the Assembly or
other organisations, that there is little evidence that change is happening on the ground, that
the ‘crunch’ issues are not being adequately identified or addressed, that the Assembly
government has been reluctant to intervene at local authority level and that it needs to be more
proactive in the bodies that it funds. This report supports many of their recommendations, such
as that funding to local authorities should be made conditional on them improving social and
environmental policies and that SD requirements should be built into policy agreements with
them.

It is worth noting that the Scottish Executive, which does not have a duty to promote SD,
already compels departments to bid for funds against their objectives to promote sustainability
and has also announced plans to bring forward a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA)
Bill that will ensure that all public sector bodies will have to assess the impact of their decisions
on the environment. The Bill will go beyond the requirements of the EU’s SEA Directive.

A significant recommendation of this report is for the Welsh Assembly Government to introduce
‘third party’ rights of appeal in controversial planning applications in order to assist communities
obtain a fairer and more sustainable outcome and to improve the quality and legitimacy of
planning decisions. This would be a crucial tool in helping to prevent the environmentally and
socially harmful practices that have been identified in the case studies. It also recommends that
the requirements of the Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive, including health impact
assessments, should be introduced at the earliest opportunity for all significant development
proposals.

Overall, the Welsh Assembly, while making a good start in some respects, has made limited
progress in implementing its SD duty. During its second term, it will face the significant
challenge of moving from SD policies to delivery. In order to achieve this, much stronger
leadership will be required from the Assembly Government, particularly in the area of planning.
The calling in of the Bluestone project, in view of its conflicts with planning policy, would
provide the Assembly Government with an early opportunity to demonstrate that it is, during its
second term, prepared to take a stronger lead to convert policy into action. The failure to pass
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this litmus test of its commitment to SD would provide yet another indication that it is not up to
the job, that its commitment is little more than packaging a spin.

There also has to be, in the future, a much better appreciation of the value of the natural
environment. The case studies show repeatedly that that the environmental leg of the three-
legged SD stool is the first to be kicked off. This seems a foolish way to behave towards, what
is after all, our life support system, which, at the present time, is under greater threat than ever
before as a result of the impacts of human activity.

2. Introduction

This report, which has been commissioned by Friends of the Earth Cymru, examines the
mainstreaming of sustainable development (SD) by the Welsh Assembly Government, the
Welsh Local Government Association and Welsh Local Authorities in view of the Assembly’s
duty to promote SD. The degree to which this has been achieved is assessed primarily by
looking at a number of case studies involving planning applications in various parts of Wales.

The report is being produced in response to the Welsh Assembly Government’s consultation
paper, ‘Starting to live differently’, on the review of its first SD Scheme, which is taking place
between October 2003 and January 2004. A number of other reports have been commissioned
as part of this process of assessing the first three years of the Scheme and these will be briefly
summarised and referred to in this report. Although primarily intended as a contribution to this
consultation process, the report also aims to create a greater awareness and understanding of
the issues amongst the general public and particularly amongst campaigning groups.

3. Background

The term sustainable development was first used in 1980 in the World Conservation Strategy
but became prominent in the 1987 ‘Brundtland’ report (Our Common Future) to the World
Commission on Environment and Development. This defined sustainable development as:

“development which meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs”

At the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio De Janeiro, 178 governments acknowledged that patterns of
production and consumption had become the major cause of global environmental degradation
and could no longer be sustained. This is a valid concern. Since the last ice age ended 11,000
years ago, it has been estimated that there have been around 30 urban societies that have
crashed because of a mismatch between human demand and natural supply, in short,
unsustainability. The governments committed themselves at the Earth Summit to reforming
present patterns of consumption and production in order to make future development
sustainable and, in 1994, the UK government published its first national sustainable
development strategy. This was based on four key objectives:

social progress that recognises the needs of everyone
effective protection of the environment

maintenance of high and stable levels of economic growth
prudent use of natural resources.



In Wales, this commitment was taken a stage further when, in 1998, section 121 of the
Government of Wales Act bestowed on the Welsh Assembly a legally binding duty to promote
sustainable development. Wales thus became one of only three countries (Estonia and
Tasmania being the two other) with a commitment to sustainable development enshrined in its
constitution.

Section 121 of the Government of Wales Act states that:

Sustainable 121. - (1) The Assembly shall make a scheme setting out how it
development proposes, in the exercise of its functions, to promote sustainable
development.

2) The Assembly shall keep the scheme under review and in the year
following each ordinary election (after the first) shall consider whether it
should be remade or revised.

(3) The Assembly may not delegate the function of making, or remaking
or revising, the scheme.

(4) The Assembly shall publish the scheme when first made and
whenever subsequently remade and, if the scheme is revised without
being remade, shall publish either the revisions or the scheme as
revised (as it considers appropriate).

(5) The Assembly shall consult such persons or bodies as it considers
appropriate before making, remaking or revising the scheme.

(6) After each financial year the Assembly shall publish a report of how
its proposals as set out in the scheme were implemented in that
financial year.

(7) In the year following each ordinary election (after the first) the
Assembly shall publish a report containing an assessment of how
effective its proposals (as set out in the scheme and implemented) have
been in promoting sustainable development.

The requirements of Section 121 set the Welsh Assembly on a ground breaking course of
attempting to integrate the principles of sustainable development into all of its policies and
operations, and of doing so by means of an inclusive process of consultation, collaboration and
review. This presented a significant challenge to the new administration as there were virtually
no examples of such a commitment to sustainable development at a national level that could
be learned from.

The first requirement of Section 121 was for the Assembly “to make a scheme setting out....
how to promote sustainable development’. This was presented, in January 2000, as a
consultation document (‘A Sustainable Wales - Learning to Live Differently’) by the then First
Secretary, Alun Michael, before being laid before the Assembly and unanimously approved on
November 16" 2000. In March 2001, an Action Plan detailing how the Scheme would be
implemented was produced. A special Sustainable Development Unit (SDU) was established
along with a cabinet sub-committee on SD and an Assembly Co-ordinating Group on SD. The
Assembly Government has subsequently published three annual progress reports on the
implementation of the Scheme and the Action Plan.

Section 1 of the SD Scheme states that it will provide “the over-arching framework for all of the
Assembly’s work” and that “the principles of sustainable development must be mainstreamed
into the way the Assembly operates”. The Action Plan “will be delivered through
www.betterwales.com - the Assembly’s Strategic Plan’.

Evidence of this commitment to SD can be found throughout the Assembly’s policy statements.
In the foreword to The Transport Framework for Wales (2001), for instance, the then Minister
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for the Environment, Sue Essex, states that “a better and sustainable transport system is at the
heart of our strategic aims” and “the Framework provides the platform to deliver this in
accordance with the principles of the Assembly’s Sustainable Development Scheme”. The
Assembly’s First Minister, Rhodri Morgan, states, in the preface to ‘A Winning Wales’ that this
is “the Welsh Assembly Government’s strategy for transforming the economy of Wales while
promoting sustainable development’. The national waste strategy for Wales, ‘Wise about
Waste’, “sets the direction for developing sustainable waste management practices in Wales”
and devotes a whole chapter to Sustainable Resource Management. The Economic
Development Committee’s review of energy policy in Wales stresses the need to “ensure the
sustainability of the sources of supply”. And in the crucial area of planning, the purpose of
‘Planning Policy Wales’ is “to set the context for sustainable land use planning” while the Wales
Spatial Plan, ‘People, Places, Futures’ presents the Assembly’s “vision for the sustainable
development of Wales”.

A similar commitment can be found in the policies of the public bodies that work closely with
the Assembly. The Welsh Local Government Association (WLGA) has agreed a compact on
sustainable development with the Welsh Assembly Government. This states that “foremost
amongst the objectives shared by the Welsh Assembly Government and local government is
the promotion and achievement of sustainable development’. The Welsh Development
Agency’s (WDA's) SD policy statement, ‘Learning to Work Differently’, commits the
organisation to work within the SD framework established by the UK government and by the
Assembly’s SD Scheme. The Countryside Council for Wales’ (CCW’s) SD Action Plan states,
“sustainable development is at the core of CCW'’s work and is at the heart of everything that we
do”. ‘Achieving Our Potential’ the national strategy for the tourism industry in Wales has
sustainability as one of its four key themes. The Wales Tourist Board’s (WTB'’s) statement,
though, that “no single precise definition of sustainable tourism has been drawn up yet’ (1)
reflects considerable confusion as to what the term SD actually means. It can represent a
serious attempt at reconciling the conflicts of competing social, economic and environmental
interests. Too often, though, it can also appear to be little more than a badge of acceptability, a
form of greenwash that attempts to gloss over damaging practices.

4. Sustaining confusion

SD must be one of the most over-used and least understood terms of the age. Although it is
regarded as a noble ideal, there is considerable confusion as to what it really means. An
indication of this is given in the Assembly’s strategic plan, A better Wales, which has adopted
sustainable development, tackling social disadvantage and equal opportunities as its three
major themes. As social disadvantage and equal opportunities are important aspects of
sustainable development, it makes little sense, and certainly adds to the confusion, to have
these as three separate cross-cutting themes. It is also likely to further encourage the
association of sustainable development with environmental issues.

Evidence of this general confusion has emerged in a number of studies. The Welsh Consumer
Council report, ‘Consumption in Wales (2003), details the results of interviews with 1,002
people across Wales undertaken to gauge their awareness and understanding of sustainable
development. This found that:

“A significant majority of people in Wales claim to be unfamiliar with the term in full. Overall, just
over one quarter (26 per cent) claimed to be fairly or very familiar with the term, and nearly
three-quarters (73 per cent) said they were relatively or completely unfamiliar with it.



Respondents were even less sure of their ability to describe what sustainable development
means, with only 6 per cent saying they would be very confident in doing so.”

The little understanding that existed was found to be amongst the professionals and educators
in Wales, with the term having very little relevance amongst ordinary people and being
regarded as a turn-off by the media, businesses and advertisers. The report added:

“Many people are still taking measures in their day-to-day lives to lessen the impact of their
lifestyles on the planet, without being aware of the sustainable development debate. Even so,
it is undesirable that a gap this size should exist between the language of policy-makers and
that of the people.”

The Davidoff report, commissioned by the Assembly Government to assess external
perceptions of the SD Scheme, came to a similar conclusion. It found “that there is persistent
confusion in all sectors about the term sustainable development”. Many felt that it was difficult
to disassociate SD from environmentalism. This study is, perhaps, of more concern than the
previous one as this sample was representative of the public service, academic, professional,
voluntary and business community in Wales. Despite this confusion, almost all those
questioned said that they welcomed and supported the Assembly’s SD Scheme.

Meirion Thomas, Director of the Cardiff Business School’s Observatory for a Sustainable
Knowledge Based Region (OSKaR), acknowledges, on the sustainable regions website, this
lack of understanding and offers an explanation.

“There is a lot of evidence that the public are not really aware of sustainable development as a
challenge for Wales, let alone motivated to change their behaviour to support sustainable
development. Part of the problem seems to be that the language of sustainable development is
itself a barrier to public understanding and action.”

Numerous attempts have been made at defining SD. The most frequently used, and the one
used in Section 2 of the SD Scheme, is the Brundtland definition of:

“Development which meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs”.

More user-friendly definitions have been attempted.
“Treating the Earth as if we intend to stay”
“Living on the Earth’s income rather than eroding its capital”

“Sustainable development is a very simple idea. It is about ensuring a better quality of life for
everyone, now and for generations to come”

The Assembly’s SD Scheme attempts to clarify the Brundtland definition by stating that “this
means that we will take social, economic and environmental issues into account in everything
that we do”. But, have we not been doing this, to varying degrees, for a number of years
anyway? Shouldn’t this world leading remit mean something more than this?

All these definitions suffer from being vague generalisations that can mean all things to all

people and give little indication of the difficult choices and trade-offs that have to be made
between competing economic, social and environmental demands in the policy making
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process. Should an area of high unemployment, for instance, approve an industrial activity that
would impact adversely on the natural environment and human health but would create jobs in
one sector whilst, possibly, jeopardising jobs in tourism?

Yvonne Rydin of the London School of Economics, in her paper, ‘In Pursuit of Sustainable
Development: Rethinking the Planning System’, suggests that “policy makers and politicians
have found it easier and politically more prudent to rely on the inherent ambiguities of the
concept rather than risk finding themselves tied to a clear and precise definition”.

An European Union definition of SD as development where “economic growth, social cohesion
and environmental protection go hand in hand” (2) indicates that, in the three-legged stool of
sustainability, economic, social and environmental issues should not merely, as in the
Assembly’s SD Scheme, be taken into account, but should have equal status.

Friends of the Earth, in their submission to the Government’s consultation document
‘Opportunities for change’ (1998) develop this theme. It says of the objective to maintain high
and stable levels of economic growth, “this objective still reflects the conventional view that
economic growth provides financial wealth which can then be used to help tackle inequality and
environmental degradation, rather than the sustainable development view that increased
equality and inclusion in society, and better environmental protection will increase people’s
quality of life directly, and incidentally may generate increased economic wealth”.

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) thus becomes an inappropriate tool for assessing progress as
it focuses on economic growth but does not take into account the environmental and social
costs of that growth in terms, for instance, of environmental degradation, the depletion of finite
resources, ill health resulting from pollution and social inequality. A rise in GDP does not
necessarily result in a directly proportionate rise in, for instance, employment or in better
health. Similarly, the cost of dealing with the oil pollution caused by the Sea Empress disaster
would have registered as a contribution to GDP rather than as an environmental loss.

Different measures of progress are, therefore, being developed that also take into account
social and environmental priorities. One of these, the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare
(ISEW), takes into account the unwanted side-effects of production, such as the costs of
pollution control and road traffic accidents; the loss of environmental quality, such as the loss of
wildlife habitats and the depletion of non-renewable resources; and social factors such as the
value of housework and the inequality of income distribution. It attempts to combine economic,
environmental and social factors into one overall measure of welfare and progress. The CCW
is currently urging the Assembly Government to adopt such a measure in order to better
assess the implementation of its SD duty.

Perhaps one of the best ways of creating a better understanding of a complex issue such as
SD is to provide examples of SD in action. Energy conservation measures, for instance, result
in economic, social and environmental benefits by improving:

o the economy by reducing fuel bills and fuel poverty, by creating local work for
carpenters, heating engineers, double glaziers, builders merchants and so on, and by
the spending of this extra money in the local community

e health by reducing hypothermia and fuel poverty related ilinesses, by reducing the
emission of health harming pollutants and by creating jobs

e the environment by reducing pollution and climate change impacts from the
processing, transportation and burning of fossil fuels.



Similarly, agri-environmental schemes, such as Tir Gofal, improve environmental quality,
create employment in rural areas and improve the economic viability of family farms, while
investment in public transport benefits the more disadvantaged people within society who are
unable to afford a car, has a lesser environmental and adverse health impact compared to car
and lorry transport and creates more employment (see: ‘Less Traffic, More Jobs' by Tim
Jenkins and Duncan McLaren of Friends of the Earth).

Whatever methods are used, it is a complicated concept to communicate in a manner that is
easily understood.

5. A more sustainable Wales

To its credit, the Welsh Assembly Government has, by means of its SD Scheme and Action
Plan, set out a detailed vision and programme that aims to address the difficult challenges of
living sustainably.

In Section 3.1 of the SD Scheme, ‘Learning to live differently’, the Assembly pledges to pursue
a vision of a sustainable Wales that is:

¢ united, confident and creative

e committed to fostering its unique and diverse identity, and the benefits of bilingualism,
while looking confidently outwards and welcoming new cultural influences
prosperous, well-educated, skilled, healthy, environmentally and culturally rich
served by modern, effective, efficient and accessible public services
active in its local communities, where the voice of local people is heard
fairer — a place where everyone is valued and given an opportunity to play a full part
a place which values its children and where young people want to live, work and enjoy a
high quality of life.

According to Section 3.2, this means:
e the environment being cherished and protected so that it remains healthy and
biologically diverse, and can continue to support us all
e a self-sustaining economy which respects the environmental and social context of
Wales and responds to sustainable development opportunities
action to make our communities strong and viable, and people healthier
people being enabled to play a part in taking decisions that affect them
recognising the needs of all parts of Wales
Wales contributing to sustainable development at a global level as well as a local one.

This is a commendable, if utopian, vision that gives a flavour of the many interrelated issues
that come within the SD remit. It still reads, though, like an ‘all things to all men’ wish list that is
not easily grasped as a concept or a policy tool.

Section 4 of the SD Scheme demonstrates the Assembly’s support of the UK Government’s SD
objectives of social progress, environmental protection, prudent use of natural resources and
high and stable levels of economic growth and employment. Key SD principles that underpin
this work include:

¢ taking a long-term perspective to safeguard the interests of future generations, whilst
at the same time meeting the needs of people today
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e preventing pollution as far as possible and making the polluter pay for the damage
done

e applying the precautionary principle that cost-effective measures to prevent possibly
serious environmental damage should not be postponed just because of scientific
uncertainty about how serious the risk is

e respecting environmental limits so that resources are not irrecoverably depleted or the
environment irreversibly damaged: this implies, for instance, contributing to protection of
the planet's climate; protecting and enhancing biodiversity; minimising harmful
emissions; promoting the sustainable use of resources

e taking account of the full range of costs and benefits when making plans and
decisions, including those which cannot easily be valued in money terms and taking
account of timing risks and uncertainties.

These are challenging principles that will inevitably draw out the tensions between competing
environmental, social and economic interests. Making, for instance, the polluter pay the full
costs of the damage caused would result in a huge increase in the level of fines currently
imposed for these offences and would surely lead to howls of protest from the business
community and claims that jobs would be lost as a result. It would also, though, focus minds to
ensure that companies operated to higher and more efficient standards and, as such, would
improve their competitiveness.

Section 5 of the Scheme - ‘Fulfilling the duty’ - stresses the integration of SD into all of the
Assembly’s activities. This means, for instance, that “spending plans must recognise the need
for sustainable development objectives to be achieved” and that “new ways of working with our
partners” must be developed. Translating the Assembly’s vision into action will mean that
“Wales is at the cutting edge in demonstrating good sustainable practices”. In order to comply
with SD, all existing and new policies (including procurement policies), programmes and grant
schemes would be reviewed over a 5-year period in a ‘Green Audit’ and appraisal mechanisms
and definitions of value for money would be reviewed and refined.

Specific policy actions (Section 5C) would include developing sustainable energy; combating
fuel poverty; integrating transport developments to support social inclusion and healthier
lifestyles; supporting sustainable agriculture; preserving biodiversity; using EU funding
resources, such as Objective 1, to support SD; and grasping growth opportunities in key SD
sectors, such as renewable energy, ICT, environmental technology and public transport.
Businesses would be encouraged to exploit emerging eco-friendly markets. Policies for
reducing and managing waste would be introduced; planning would comply with SD objectives;
a healthy food policy for Wales would be introduced; and standards for social housing
developments would be reviewed to reduce environmental impact.

These changes could only be delivered by the Assembly working in partnership with the EC,
the UK government, local government, other public bodies, the voluntary sector, businesses,
experts (such as by establishing the SD Forum), communities and individuals. The role of local
government and of the Assembly Sponsored Public Bodies (ASPBs) (3), is important because
of their ability to deliver SD policies throughout Wales. The Assembly would “encourage local
government to promote sustainable development’, would “provide leadership, guidance and
best practice”, cooperate on the development of SD indicators and “agree a SD compact with
the WLGA”. By comparison, the Assembly could take a stronger line with public bodies by, not
just guiding and encouraging them, but requiring them to promote SD “through their corporate
planning and policy development”.
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The Assembly would lead by example by “developing practical options to ensure that SD is
mainstreamed...developing sustainability appraisal tools for staff and a training programme for
decision-makers...reviewing green housekeeping policies...and developing a green transport
plan for the Assembly estate”. It would “set targets in its Action Plan and use them to report
progress” and “establish, and keep under review, a set of indicators of sustainable
development in Wales reflecting social, economic and environmental issues... and use them to
gauge progress”.

Following consultation, a set of twelve headline indicators for Wales was adopted in March
2001 covering employment, education, crime, housing, climate change, air quality, river water
quality, wildlife, waste, Welsh language, electricity from renewable sources and ecological
footprint. This compares to fifteen headline indicators for the UK, with road traffic, one of the
most challenging of indicators to address, being a surprising omission in Wales.

Ecological footprint, an assessment of the amount of productive land and sea that is required to
produce the resources we consume and dispose of our waste, was accepted as a benchmark
of sustainability that would set Wales’ performance in a global context, following a
recommendation from WWF Cymru in early 2001. The Welsh Assembly Government is thought
to be the first government to use the ecological footprint as an indicator of progress. Results of
a WWF Cymru study, published in April 2002, indicate that each person in Wales needs 5.25
hectares to support current lifestyles compared to the global average of only 1.9 hectares.
Although the Welsh figure is slightly lower than the British average, it does mean that if
everyone on the planet consumes as much as Welsh people do, then we would need almost
two extra planets to sustain ourselves.

Finally, the SD Scheme promises to monitor, review, evaluate and report back on progress.
This is done by means of an annual report and, in compliance with Section 121 of the
Government of Wales Act, by producing, after every election, an effectiveness report on the
Scheme -‘Learning to Live Differently’ - and to then review or remake the Scheme.

The Action Plan spells out how the commitments in the Scheme are to be met, what action is
needed, by when and by whom.

6. Assessments of progress

A number of reports have been written to assess the effectiveness of the Assembly’s SD
Scheme and Action Plan in order to coincide with the National Assembly’s review of its SD
Scheme. This sort of attention for an issue that commands so little public interest or
understanding might seem surprising. It suggests, though, that the Assembly is attempting to
improve awareness of SD and to improve its compliance with the SD duty. The following
summaries of the main findings of these reports indicate that, on both issues, the Assembly has
much work to do.

6.1. “Report on External Perceptions of the First Sustainable Development Scheme of
the National Assembly for Wales” — by Ella Davidoff, Policy Officer in the Economic
Division of the Welsh Assembly

The Strategic Policy Unit of the National Assembly for Wales commissioned this report in
February 2003 and, over the following three months, views were sought of representatives of
the public service, academic, professional, voluntary and business community in Wales.
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Almost all those consulted welcomed and supported the overall approach of the Scheme and
felt that it would continue to be an important and innovative document. There was widespread
confusion about the meaning of the term ‘sustainable development’ with several associating it
with ‘green’ issues. A number argued that the economic aspects of SD need to be made
clearer and that, as suggested earlier in this report, the Scheme needs practical examples to
demonstrate what SD means. A much better understanding of the meaning and relevance of
SD was needed in the Assembly’s second term.

Most believed that it was too early to assess the impact of the Scheme while a lesser number
considered that it had achieved a great deal in terms of political education. Some pointed to
initiatives in policy areas such as waste, procurement, the Wales Woodland Strategy, Tir Gofal
and Tir Cymen, the Organic Aid Scheme, Objective 1, Social Inclusion and Biodiversity Action
Plan. The significance of the SD Scheme to these initiatives, as opposed to national, European
and international requirements, is, however, debatable. And, although there had been positive
attempts to take the SD duty seriously, there was general agreement that it has had a limited
impact to date. It was felt that a number of current policies, such as energy, transport,
economic policy and health, undermine the principles of SD. One respondent was quoted as
saying, “we may have learned to talk and even to think differently, but we haven't yet learned to
live differently”.

There was strong feeling that the Assembly should be proactive in directing the agencies that it
funds - the ASPBs - to achieve change. This could take the form of incentives, such as a SD
action plan for ASPBs, or levers, such as attaching SD requirements to budgets and grants.
Similarly, local authorities needed additional encouragement and support.

Creating a greater awareness and a more effective response amongst the business sector is of
crucial importance. It was felt that the economic benefits of SD should be highlighted and that,
as one consultee stated, “SD needs to be presented as a realistic business choice. At the
moment it is still presented in an academic way, as a science”.

All those consulted now wanted the Assembly to concentrate on delivery and positive policy
outcomes. Respondents were looking to the Assembly to play a stronger role by leading by
example, promoting best practice, influencing other organisations, engaging in a fuller
international role and providing an overall vision of SD in Wales.

6.2. “A Survey of sustainable development activity within local authorities and national
park authorities in Wales (November 2002 - March 2003)” by Dr Alan Netherwood

This working paper was produced on behalf of the Centre for Business Relationships,
Accountability, Sustainability and Society (BRASS) based at Cardiff University by Dr Alan
Netherwood while on secondment from the role of Sustainable Development Coordinator at
Cardiff Council.

The aim of the research was to both get a snapshot of how successfully SD was being
mainstreamed into local authority and national park activity and to achieve a baseline of
information on activities, techniques and processes being used in local authorities to promote
the SD agenda.

The report concluded that:
“Welsh Local Authorities (WLAs) are not, on the whole, successfully integrating SD into their

strategic and business planning. Less than half authorities have a corporate approach to
mainstreaming sustainable development into their work. There is little evidence of sustainable
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development being seriously considered within the Wales Improvement Programme or
Community Strategies. If the simple question were asked, are WLAs integrating sustainable
development into their corporate culture and decision making?, the simple answer would be
no.”

It finds little evidence of local authorities challenging unsustainable practices or of leadership
within local authorities pursuing sustainable development. There were, though, some examples
of innovation and good practice, such as sustainable design, sustainable food and SD
education, and of an improving dialogue between SD and economic development and health in
many WLAs.

The response of WLAs to environmental management is found to be poor with few adopting
corporate approaches or accredited environmental management systems. Responses to the
crucial issue of climate change is equally poor while energy management is piecemeal and
sustainable procurement rare.

Some blame for the poor performance of WLAs is attributed to the confusion caused by
inconsistent messages from WAG to WLAs and, similarly, “the WAG/WLGA Compact on
Sustainable Development is not seen as a tool to drive action and dialogue between the two
levels of government and needs much work and promotion”.

The report calls for the WAG and the WLGA to place greater pressure on local authorities to
mainstream SD by measures such as Audit Commission scrutiny of local authorities,
community strategy guidance, policy agreements, the Wales Improvement Programme, the
fostering of a higher political profile for SD among local members and senior managers, and
the provision of funding “rather than lip service” for the human and financial resources required
to bring about the necessary cultural change within the individual organisations.

6.3. ‘Living Differently? — An Assessment of the Welsh Assembly’s Sustainable
Development Scheme’ by Andrew Flynn of the Cardiff University Centre for Business
Relationships, Accountability, Sustainability and Society on behalf of the World Wildlife
Fund (WWF) Cymru

This report finds that, during the first four-year Assembly term, there has been considerable
activity on the SD Scheme with signs that the mainstreaming of SD is taking place. The
commitment of senior politicians and civil servants to the Scheme is praised and this positive
attitude is reflected in some other organisations. There is, though, a sense of frustration that
the Assembly has not delivered sufficiently or quickly enough on some of its promises and
more needs to be done to mainstream SD across all the Assembly’s functions and staff
portfolios. The Annual SD Reports illustrate the breadth of the Assembly’s activity on SD but
should be treated with caution as they are “a ‘political’ rather than a self-critical document
always keen to indicate achievements rather than challenges”.

Within the Assembly, opinions as to whether the Scheme has been successful vary. One
interviewee asserts that “there is a strategic buy-in at the highest level to the Assembly
agenda” while another believes that “the impact of the SD Scheme has been zero. It fulfils the
legal duty and that is all’. Non Governmental Organisations (NGOs) were found to be generally
positive about the Assembly’s SD achievements but some voiced the worrying concern that
other parts of the UK were now becoming more advanced than Wales in their efforts to
implement more sustainable practices. Another significant, but not unsurprising, concern is the
report’s assertion that the business community regards the Assembly’s SD agenda as largely
an irrelevance.
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The lack of commitment of local authorities to SD and the reluctance of some ASPBs to
embrace it in their work is seen as a major obstacle, particularly as these organisations have
such a key role to play in delivery. Although the Government of Wales Act placed a duty on the
Assembly to sustain and promote local government, there was no overall requirement for local
government to demonstrate to the Assembly that they are mainstreaming SD. The Assembly’s
approach in its first term has been “based on the belief that local government should be able to
determine its own priorities”. The report shows that the SD agenda has had little impact at
senior level within local authorities and that inconsistent messages on SD in different policy
areas from the Assembly have been unhelpful.

More should also have been done to have mainstreamed SD in the policies of ASPBs. In the
Remit Letters, that are sent annually by the Assembly to the ASPBs setting targets and
deliverables for the year, a commitment to SD is included in just five of the twelve Letters with
the remainder receiving a mere mention of it.

On other issues, the report found that the Assembly’s procurement policy, “Wining Our
Business”, has been ineffective; the Integration Tool has failed to make an impact at senior
levels; and the Assembly Government has been slow in using indicators to drive policy in key
areas.

Overall, the report assesses that the “the Sustainable Development Scheme, ‘Learning to live
differently’, and its associated Action Plan do not provide an effective agenda for action for the
Assembly and its partners. Leadership is required to move from policies to delivery, from
rhetoric to action”.

The report concludes that funding to local authorities should be made conditional on them
improving social and environmental policies in Wales in a similar manner to budget setting in
the UK government and the Scottish Executive. In both, departments have to bid for funds
against the objectives of government to promote sustainable development, even though they
do not have a world leading remit to promote SD! It also recommends that some ASPBs, such
as the WDA, that have a poor track record of taking on board environmental issues and whose
engagement with sustainability has been patchy should be significantly reformed.

6.4. ‘How effectively has the National Assembly for Wales Promoted Sustainable
Development?’ A report commissioned by the Welsh Assembly Government to comply
with Section 121 (7) of the Government of Wales Act 1998 (October 2003) by CAG
Consultants
This Assembly commissioned report asks three crucial questions. Has the Assembly:

1. Mainstreamed sustainable development across the organisation

2. Integrated social, economic and environmental issues

3. Addressed key sustainability pressures and crunch issues

It acknowledges that few, if any, public sector organisations in the UK have systematically
followed good practice in promoting SD and claims, therefore, that the Assembly is being
judged against a very high standard.

Overall, it believes that the Assembly has worked hard to mainstream SD into its policies and
has achieved a standard that is rarely matched elsewhere. There has been a high level of
ministerial commitment and a sophisticated understanding of SD amongst its officers. The SD
Scheme has raised the profile of SD across Wales and has persuaded other organisations to
take the issue more seriously. For a new organisation, the report argues, the Assembly has

15



made an excellent start, and, even though it is not able to introduce primary legislation, it is
able to promote SD by other means.

Despite this praise, the report recognises that the Assembly’s SD Scheme and Action Plan do
have shortcomings and it identifies areas where there is room for improvement.

These are identified as follows:

o Efforts are dispersed rather than being focussed on the key sustainability pressures and
crunch issues facing Wales. Crunch issues, such as the tension between economic
development and environmental protection and that between the Common Agricultural
Policy and the principles of sustainability, are not adequately identified or addressed.

e |t is not clear that the policy changes that have been introduced will amount to enough
to turn round unsustainable trends. This criticism would certainly apply to areas such as
transport, energy policy and climate change.

e SD has not been systematically fed down from policies into the Assembly’s practice and
the practice of other organisations.

e The Assembly’s policies for leading by example need to be implemented more fully.

o There is little evidence that change is happening on the ground.

In addition, the report notes that stakeholders, staff and members agree that it is time to:
e Bring SD to life — to be clear about what it means for Wales and for the Assembly
¢ Move from policies to delivery — in the next four years the Assembly needs to be able to
demonstrate real achievements on the ground.

These two latter points would appear to sum up the main concerns raised in all four reports.

7. Jobs and the environment

One of the biggest challenges that will have to be faced if we are to move “from policy to
delivery” will be to reconcile the perceived conflict between sound economic performance and
high environmental quality rather than play one off against the other or chose between the two.
This is often portrayed as a choice between jobs and the environment and this issue, more
than any other, highlights the tensions between economic, social and environmental objectives.
It is beloved by the media as it offers a simplistic polarisation of views and it will feature
prominently in the case studies that will be considered later in this report.

It is, though, a false argument as substantial numbers of jobs, and wealth, can be created by
looking after, rather than abusing, the natural environment. Cutting pollution, reducing waste,
conserving energy and otherwise protecting the environment can improve efficiency, cut costs
for households and firms and improve business competitiveness while, at the same time,
creating jobs. There is a large and rapidly expanding market in environmental goods and
services and in the development of clean technologies. Operating to higher environmental
standards also reduces the significant financial and health costs of pollution and other forms of
environmental damage (4).

Earlier this year the CCW produced a report on ‘The green economy’ in Wales. This c